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Sketches From Our Family Life
In The Early Nineties
By Me, Dagmar
The Eldest of the Flock
In the late Fall of 1890, Father went to the United States
to get a job and to make a new home for us all. From
Brooklyn the Reverend Anderson helped to send him on his
way west, since he had been a farmer. At Chicago the
Reverend Nielsen sent him to the Danish School and settlement at Elk Horn, Iowa, where he studied a little English and
hired out on a farm , there to learn more English by practical
experience.
I recall his first letter from there. They had the most
wonderful food, pancakes every day, also lots of meat and
even pie and cake every day. He started by plowing but it
was so hot that he worked in his underwear! On being told
that Father had been a dairyman in Denmark, the farmer
asked him how many cows he could milk in an hour and
Father unhesitatingly said , " 10 or 12". He had never milked a
cow, but it looked easy and he had heard that number somehow. His milking did not pan out as he had expected , so he
went on to Paulsen Dahl's in Omaha. They proved to be very
good friends by helping him get work at the smelter. When he
rented a house at 3211 Franklin Street, they helped furnish it
and got it ready for us to move into. Then he wrote Mother
to come, as soon as possible, for he was very lonely.
Getting the ten of us ready for such an adventure as a trip
to the United States was no small task, as Mother found out,
no doubt. I was to be confirmed two months ahead of the
rest of the class so had to have a long floor length dress. My
confirmation dress was black wool, as was the custom then .
When Mother gave away my school dress, (we each had but
one at a time) alas for me! She forgot to empty the pocket
and so did I!! In a day or so the woman who got the dress for
her daughter came back with , of all things, a pack of
CIGARETS! When I saw them I expected the direst puni shment for Mother had no idea we smoked. The way it
happened, Jim and I and four other kids had attended even-
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ing classes at school for a few months. One boy, Marius
Jensen , had lots of pocket money so he bought the cigarets
and all six of us smoked as we walked the long dark road,
(about three miles) to and from school. Before this he had
also bought cigars, which the boys admitted a long time
•afterwards . How did all this go on without anyone getting sick
and . giving the secret away? Probably Mother was too
occupied with more important things to bother with punishing me for smoking and for deceiving her; anyway nothing
was said .
There was plenty to do getting us ready . We had a tailor
come to make suits for the big boys. Up to this time they had
worn knee-pants. These were made half-long which pleased
the boys . The material was homespun wool. Mother had spun
· the yarn and then had a man weave it. Grandma Knudsen , or
Farmor as she was called which means " Father's Mother",
knitted gray suits for the little boys. The younger girls' clothes
I don't remember.
Just a word here about Farmor. She was always knitting .
She knitted all our stockings. How I hated those ugly gray
things! She also knitted Father' s underwear. She was almost
totally blind , but was always telling stories and was one of
the happiest persons I ever knew . We children all loved her.
All of our feather beds and pillows as well as linens, real
homespun beautiful linen , both for beds and tablecloths were
packed in big crates or boxes and sent on to Copenhagen
ahead of us - also trunks with extra clothing. We kept just
enough for immediate needs in our hand luggage.
We had to get passports and tickets and then shortly
before August 6th we left home. We went by train from
Kvaerndrup to Nyborg and then by ferry to Kors¢r and by
train again from there . On the ferry the candy vender went up
and down the deck, crying his wares this way, " Bolcher,
pebermynter, chocolade tendstikker, sigeretter." The youngsters of the family learned and repeated this endlessly . I
imagine that some can still remember the almost-tune he
used .
Arriving in Copenhagen , we were met by Uncle Peter,
Mother's brother, who escorted us to his home three stories
up in a walk-up apartment house . Grandma Nyholm lived
there at the time . She was Mother's mother (Mormor). All told
with the three children , there were six people in that small
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apartment. We could not stay there. Uncle Peter, realizing
this, had rented a room with extra cots so that we could all
be together.
In the middle of the first night, whoever slept with Bob,
woke us with the cry, "Bob is gone". We actually thought of
kidnappers but a thorough search of the room revealed that
he had fallen out of bed without waking up and then rolled
way back under the bed and slept on. This was our first adventure .
What happened during the day has not registered in my
memory, but the last evening we will not easily forget for we
were taken to "TIVOLI", the most famous amusement park in
Europe. The electric lights were dazzling to our country eyes,
being the first we had ever seen . Street lights then were
generally gas . There were ballet dancers, pantomime, and
many rides and games. It was truly wonderful as a closing
episode to our life in Denmark.
On the long awaited August 6th, we went to the dock
escorted by Uncle Peter and family and Mormor to board the
S.S. Norge. At the dock it looked like a tall building and it
took a long gangplank to reach the deck. Grandma, lame as
she was, still insisted on carrying sister Sigrid up that steep
plank. She had often cared for her earlier in the year when
she was at our house, so it was hard for her to part with the
sweet baby . After the visitors had gone ashore and the ship
was about ready to leave, we stood at the rail looking down
at the dock and there with Uncle Peter and Aunt Rikke, was
Father's sister Kristin who had planned to have a farewell visit
with us; but getting there too late she just stood there
weeping and waving at us. She had on the most wonderful
big black 'p icture hat, with a large ostrich plume. I can still
see that hat!
Soon we were underway north through Q)'esund, where we
had a glimpse of Sweden . As we passed into Kattegat, we saw
Elsinor (Helsing¢r) of Hamlet fame, and sailed through
Skagerrak, north into Oslo fjord, where passing between forest
clad mountain shores, we saw the mountain sides dotted with
red-tiled houses. It was very beautiful. At Oslo we were to
take on more pass.engers, so there was time to go ashore,
which I did. I don't know why the boys did not come with
me. I walked up a wide street hewn out of solid rock . The
houses all had more stories on one side than on the other.
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The terrain was mountainous so I did not go far but I trod
Norwegian soil, which was my object. Afraid of being left
behind I hurried back. One lady did not quite make it. As the
ship was turning, we could see her running back and forth on
the dock wringing her hands. Finally some sailors put her into
a boat and rowed her to the ship's side, where she was
hoisted on board . She wore a bright red suit and hat. I
remember seeing her many times on deck in the 17 days that
we were on the ship.
Seventeen days was a long time, even in those days, but
the Norge was a converted cattle steamer, which on account
of the heavy immigration to the United States, had been
changed and put into passenger service. We sailed out past
Christianssand, where a boat met our ship with mail or
something and then we got out into the turbulent North Sea.
As we sailed north of Scotland from the North Sea to the
Atlantic, we saw a rocky coast. I think it was the Orkney
Islands. The Norge no longer looked so enormous as it had by
the dock at Copenhagen . It seemed more like a small rowboat, as it tossed on the waves and that was too much for
Mom . She became violently seasick and scarcely got out of
her bunk until we reached New York.
Speaking of bunks reminds me of our steerage accomodations . Many families were crowded into a very large room,
with rows upon rows of two tiered bunks, with benches along
the sides - no privacy whatever. There were tables and
benches for eating, but not enough for all, so we sat around
on the benches and bunks the best we could . I don't remember a thing that we 'had to eat, only that it was brought in
buckets and ladled into our plates and tin cups. We got bread
too, so we had snacks of bread with butter and honey, which
Mother had brought along. She had also brought a smoked
and salted leg of lamb, something like dried beef. Sigrid was
only a year old and Marna only two - how did they get
along on such food? Mother could keep nothing down, so it
was a miracle that she even lived .
August is supposed to be the best month of the year to
cross the Atlantic, but to me it seemed that we had many
rough days. One day we were even forbidden to go on deck,
as the ship seemed to stand on end between the big waves .
When the propellor was out of the water, it sounded, and felt,
as if the ship would break in two . It never did, of course, but
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it was frightening. There was very little to see even on the
good days. I can't remember how I entertained the kids . I
wish I had kept a diary as had been my intentions. Just sea
and sky, which became very monotonous. When a whale
spouted in the distance, it was an event. A school of flying
fish brightened another day.
I have often wondered what the boys did all those days.
No doubt they could tell if they would . They did fetch the
drinking water, which was kept in open barrels on the deck .
This system must have been left from the time it was a cattle
boat. No other emigrants I have talked to had such primitive
conditions on the ships that they came across in . A water
problem , particularly mine, was washing dishes as well as
clothes . The salt water would not dissolve soap, it just formed
curds and did not clean anything. One tap in the laundry
room did have warm water. However, there seemed no way
for steerage passengers to take baths, so we washed our hands
and faces in a tin basin and let it go at that. We each must
have had a nice coat of dirt on the rest of our bodies . How
we dried the clothes I washed seems a mystery - probably
on the edge of the bunks. Maybe Mother was lucky. She was
too sick to worry about all this .
The next think that I remember was very exciting. We
heard all around the cry , "Man Overboard" . It rang from stem
to stern and very soon everyone able to walk was crowding
the deck . Mother in her bunk heard the cry and sent me
scurrying to round up all of 01,ir gang and bring them to her.
This I luckily was able to do, but it was not easy, as they all
wanted to see what was going on . A sailor had fallen off a
lifeboat where he was painting. Jim had happened to be near
and saw the rescue through a hole where the anchor chain
came through. He saw the ship making a half-circle so as to
get near as possible. Then the man was hoisted aboard
looking like a drowned rat, but no doubt feeling very lucky as
the sea at this point was supposed to be infested with sharks.
Jim had raced to the back of the ship as it turned and saw the
man plainly in the water. Someone had thrown him a life
preserver. Svend, who was five and John_four, also wanted to
see. John remembers th~t Svend pried his head through an
opening in the ship's fail ' with difficulty, turning and tw isting
it to get it through - · when a sailor promptly came and
yanked him away. It' s a wonder that he had any ears left.
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We were nearing our goal. We saw the pilot come aboard
from the pilot boat and he guided us into New York harbor
and crowded it was, to such an extent we could not have
imagined . The sidewheelers looked very odd to us and the
negroes we saw on many of the boats were very interesting.
These were the first that we had seen outside of books. The
Statue of Liberty was an inspiring sight to us, as it has been to
millions of others, coming from crowded Europe to this land
of space and opportunity.
Putting her feet on solid earth got Mother back where she
belonged - at the head of the army, much to my relief. She
took over and organized our group, so that we would stay
together. She carried Sigrid and a small bag. I had Marna and
bag or valise, Jim and Harold had the big suitcases. I can't
recall Catherine's job, probably she looked after the three
little boys, Bob, Svend, and John, whom Mother had
somehow fastened together on a piece of clothesline. I
wonder how, but can't recall the method. Anyhow, we got
through customs and whatever else was necessary to change
us from emigrants to immigrants. Men with canes guided, or
herded, us along from here to there, as we could understand
nothing they said . Mother somehow got an interpreter who
helped her send two telegrams, one to Father in Omaha and
one to cousin Hans in Chicago, who had promised to meet us
there. Hans, however, received no telegram and Father got a
mixture of the two messages. This made him think that we
were stranded in Chicago. It made no sense whatever.
However, both had watched the papers for the arrival date of
the Norge in New York and both figured the time right, so we
were properly met in both places.
Somewhere, upon landing, we saw a woman selling layer
cake - a beautiful !ayer cake and milk with each generous
slice of cake. A good glass of cool fresh milk . How good it
tasted . I think that Mother even enjoyed hers. Soon we were
on a train headed west and what a train it was - hard
wooden seats and not enough of them. Some of us had to sit
in the aisle on suitcases. The first night, before some people
got off, we even had to sleep there . It wasn't much harder
than the wooden seats . Again I wonder, how Mother stood all
of this, weak as she was . She loved Father very deeply and we
were on our way to him . That must have been it. We had
bought some bread in New York but soon it was gone. Hon.ey,
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butter and meat are not so good without bread, so we all
became very hungry. The big boys got off at one stop to look
for bread but all they saw that looked like bread was a mince
pie, which they bought. We tried to eat it, but without
success.
At the beginning of the trip we would ask the little folks
where we were going and they would say, " To Father". Soon
they were so hungry that when we would ask, the reply was
" To lunch" . We finally arrived in Chicago and there was Hans,
brave bachelor that he was, to take such a big family out to
dinner. He had ordered the dinner at a boarding house and I
am sure we did justice to the nice hot meal. I do not now
remember what was served, but one thing is not forgotten ,
there was a queer big bouquet in a tall vase on the table . It
looked like celery, but was so tall and not green . Hans said
that it was celery and people ate it raw with soup, which
seemed peculiar to us. When dinner was over, the landlady
showed us into a sort of parlor, to wait until train time . As I
sat on a fancy spindly chair, it broke leaving me flat onto the
floor . Hans was able to set it up again and I was glad to get
out of there before it was discovered . That was not exactly
honest, was it? While we waited there Mother told Hans all
the news from home and he told us of some of his doings in
the big city and also of the sickness and death of his brother
John , who had come to Chicago that same year, in the spring
of 1891 , and had died shortly after. Shortly, he saw us to the
train , no doubt heaving a sigh of relief, but what a blessing
that visit was for us - the rest and relief from train riding,
the good dinner, and familiar face and voice among the
thousands of strangers.
This train was different, planned for people not for
immigrants, with red plush seats and enough of them . It was
wonderful! Of course we bought bread again in Chicago, not
quite enough, but it was not so far to Omaha so we did not
get so hungry again . Along the way, the boys remembered
they had some change in Danish money, which they had not
exchanged for American money in New York, as Mother did .
Figuring that it was no good now, they threw it out the train
window .
We must have seen much beautiful scenery, as we rode
through the country, but all I recall are the oil derricks of
Pennsylvania and the high bridge ·over th,e Mississippi from
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Rock Island to Davenport. The rest is blank.
Father was at the depot, all right, but what a depot. It was
a block long, red , cattle affair, just one story. We were used
to the neat slate roofed stations in Denmark, even in the
villages . Here in a big city to find such a primitive structure
surprised us. Not that we thought too much about it just
then, for we were mobbing Father. Such kissing , laughing and
crying at the same time, you never saw! Eventually we were
on the electric motor car, the Walnut Hill line, bobbing up
Cuming Street until we reached 33rd Street. We walked up
33rd to the alley between Seward and Franklin Street, where
we entered our back yard and our back door. Anna Poulsen
came up with us, but in the morning before going to meet us,
she had set the table and had dinner almost ready, so we
soon sat down to a pork chop dinner with lots of other things
too and WHITE BREAD! What a feast! We had never had so
much white bread . In Denmark we each had one slice on
Sunday. There was layer cake for dessert and Oh how good it
all tasted . After that we were never hungry again - as we
had been on the train .
Two dollars a day, that was not very much, even in those
days, to feed and care for eleven people, but Mother worked
miracles with it and we all kept well fed and healthy.
Sleeping space was at a premium, with only two very small
bedrooms, but there was a folding sofa in the living room and
a trundle bed rolled out from under Father's and Mother's
bed . In the other bedroom was one cot for Jim and Harold
and one for Catherin~ and me and I think one more bed, but
I am not sure about that. Catherine used to tell how she
would brace her back against the wall , trying to push me out.
When I protested and Mother came to settle it, she scolded
me since I was so much bigger. This was all forgotten by me,
but Catherine told it many times , regretting that she had been
such a brat.
When Father went to the depot to inquire about our boxes
of bedding and trunks of clothing, it was reported lost . in
Chicago. The Rock Island Line had tracers out after them, but
it took quite a while before they came . However, it did arrive
before cold weather - our good warm things from Denmark.
Heat was our worst discomfort at first as Danish summers had
no such temperatures and our clothes were much too warm .
For instance, Marna and Sigrid had crocheted wool dresses .

-30-

Soon it was time for the five older children to start to
school. They went to the old Long School at 26th and
Franklin Street. Mother needed me at home, besides I was
reluctant to start in first grade with all younger children .
Some of the time I worked at housework at $2.00 per week,
when a short time job was available. At school the boys were
ridiculed because of their half long pants of which they had
been so proud . The kids chanted and pointed fingers at them,
" Jens, Jens the half-long pants!" When they could stand it no
longer Mother whacked them off and they were back in knee
pants and glad of it.
Now Father became thirsty for some of Mother's good
homemade ale and he found out that there was a maltery, or
whatever you call it, at 4th and Pierce Street where malt
could be purchased. The big boys borrowed a coaster wagon
from Paulsen's, maybe Dan went along to do the talking.
They walked both ways pulling the wagon that long distance
from way south east of the depot to bring home the malt.
Mother bought hops at the store and set to work brewing. It
turned out well and was bottled, so Father could take it to
work with him and that is probably how a couple of men
from the Internal Revenue came to find out about the
brewery. They said a brewery license was $1,000 per year and
without that we could not operate, so we all went on the
water wagon . We had another try at making beer, this time it
was legal. The ingredients consisted of water flavored with
molasses. Then a starter was added and I do wish I knew
what that was. It looked like half cooked sago and was added
to the lukewarm mixture. Then those sago grains started
bobbing up and down and it multiplied. When fermentation
was complete, sometimes there was too much of the stuff (it
was called manna) to use as a starter, so it was cooked and
served as a cereal. A lot of Danes had it. Sometimes it died,
then they got a new batch from another family . I would sure
like to know what it was , but have never found anyone who
has heard of it.
Earlier in the fall Father decided he had too little time to
read the paper. So we should tell the boy who· came riding
down the alley and threw the paper in our backyard. Father
wrote on a piece of paper, " We will don't have the newspaper
more" . We memorized this and called it out to the boy. It
took many tries before he found out what we were saying.

-31-

After that the paper was known as the "newspapermore".
While we were still living on Franklin Street Mother left a
heavy .bedspread on the line overnight because it was not dry
and it was stolen . It was a very nice one that we had brought
from Denmark and had fringes on all four sides, so Mother
hated losing it, but did not really expect to see it again.
However, after several months Father saw it on a clothesline
in the yard of a negro family who lived on 33rd Street. Father
did not hesitate but went over and proceeded to take it off
the line. The woman saw him and started after him with an
axe, but he outran her and got into our house where she did
not follow . That night two big black men came to demand
their bedspread. As luck would have it, we had English
speaking guests, who translated for Father. They claimed that
they bought it at Hayden's but were told that spreads at that
time sold by Hayden's had fringes only on two sides. They
then retreated saying that they would be back with the
police. They never did show up again.
The event most remembered that fall was Mother's
birthday on December 2nd . I had planned to give her coffee
in bed, so got up while it was real dark to start the fire and
make coffee, but felt so funny I could hardly walk. Soon I
heard some of the kids moaning and I felt worse, so I looked
in on Mother and she was vomiting and very sick. Then I
noticed the gas smell and got the doors and at least some of
the windows open. Looking at the two little girls, I found
Marna unconscious and blue looking. I grabbed her and ran
outdoors . In my excitement I ran back and forth with her as
fast as I could run 'and she soon responded to the fresh air.
No one saw any of this as it was still dark or the neighbors
would have come to help. Everyone soon rallied from the
fresh air and when Father came home from the smelter we all
talked at once trying to tell him about it. The cause was our
new (to us) baseburner stove, which we had not learned to
operate properly. We had turned the damper for the night
before the blue gasses were burned out. This we never did
again . It was a wonderful stove with its mica windows
showing the cheerful glow of the coals. It had a small oven at
the back where we baked and cooked rice or oatmeal. The
newer nickel trimmed stoves did not have an oven so we
loved it - even if it was not so fancy.
Along toward Christmas Father started for his night's work
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early and Mother went with him to shop downtown . They
bought some little gifts for each of us, also Christmas candles
and tissue paper for trim , an d a goose and a leg of lamb. Oh
but those bundles were heavy as we found out later. Father
helped Mother on a streetcar on 16th Street telling the
conductor to let her off on 33rd . Then he went on to work .
Mother was put off on 33rd all right, but it was 33rd and
Ames Avenue, where there were very few houses - mostly
cornfields . lmmanual Hospital was there, several blocks away.
Father had put her on a Sherman Avenue car instead of a
Walnut Hill streetcar. So there she was with all her bundles,
completely lost, unable to ask where she was . It was really a
dilemma. She did see a man and said , "Danish" when he
talked to her. He went to get a Dane he knew and they put
her back on a streetcar telling the conductor where she
wanted to go and he in turn , told the Walnut Hill conductor
where to put her off. Meanwhile at home we worried as it got
later and later. We were really frantic, for Mother should have
been home before dark and here it was after 9 o'clock . She
finally arrived home, weary but all right. She had yet to walk
with Jim and me back to Cuming Street to a little bakery
where she had left some of the packages. So twice more she
took that walk from Franklin Street to Cuming Street, and
then Cuming to Franklin . This time we carried the bundles.
Next came preparations for Christmas. We made cookies,
peppernuts, tree decorations, the usual Danish baskets,
cornucopias and Danish flags. We added two American
trimmings; popcorn strings and cranberries strung into long
garlands. Mother had bought some gumdrop dolls with
picture faces . We made candle holders from wire . Then .. .
we had talked to Paulsen's about our tree. Anna had bought
some cotton to put under their tree to simulate snow. She
gave us some and we flaked it and put it on generously even
adding a sprinkling of salt to make it glisten . Then I put the
gumdrop dolls in the snow. Oh , but it was beautiful. But what
a tinder box it proved to be when it caught fire from the
candles! Father had to work on Christmas Eve so we had our
tree on the 23rd . The next day we told Paulsen's about our
fire so they might decidP. not to use cotton on their tree . But
sin ce they were all grown-ups they could be careful so they
went ahead as planned . Their tree burned just as good as
ours, also like ours it did not set the house on fire. How I was
-33-

teased about salting and smoking, like bacon, those poor little
gumdrop dolls which nobody could eat.
After New Years we stared looking for a larger house. I
think that was about the time that we acquired our first cow.
The coalshed was pretty small for her living quarters. We
soon had customers for some of the milk and Father kept
books of when and how much each paid . He listed them
under his own descriptive names, such as "The high house
man" or the " Typograf" . These are all that I recall. He also
had a rigmarole for the boys to use in asking money for the
milk, " We want a little money, we have to buy some hay, the
feed is dear" . He said this in a singsong voice. I wonder if the
boys ever used this particular pitch .
After we moved across the alley to 3212 Seward we had
more room . Still only two bedrooms, but Father and Mother
slept in the big front room . There was a bay window in the
dining room and green shutters on all the windows . At first it
was fun to open and shut them twice daily but it soon came
to be a chore . They did make the house cooler in the summer
and warmer in the winter. There was a front porch all across
the south side and a roofless one at the back. It had a chain
pump in the cistern at one end, which was much easier than
the bucket we had been using. The washing was still a
problem , so wh_en I saw a neighbor using a washing machine
it gave me ideas. The story was a favorite yarn that Catherine
told to tease me. The next time my hands were really white
and water logged with rubbing clothes on a washboard , I saw
the red wallpaper above the wainscoating in the kitchen and
rubbed my soft wet knuckles on the wall , evened the color
out a bit and then showed Mom how my hands were worn to
the raw flesh . She at once sent Father shopping for a washer
and before the next wash day, he had found one for $2 .00.
Now the . boys could help and my hands no longer looked so
bad . I was only 15, so can be forgiven for my deception , I
hope.
1892 was an eventful year for us . The events may not be
recorded in their proper sequence, nor can I recall all of
them , however those I mention did really happen . Many experiences tended to make us homesick for Denmark, for
instance, not understanding what people said to us. Once a
man came to collect for the paper which Father had started
taking again, so that we could practice reading. In Denmark
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you subscribed for a paper by paying in advance when you
order it. We thought that was what Father had done. We were
really at a loss to understand what this man wanted . He
picked up a paper and showed us some small change, saying
" money". We knew it was money but did not know what he
wanted. It was very humiliating. By the time April 1st came
we were so homesick that we became easy prey for Father's
excited call to come to the front door, for Mormor, Moster
and Uncle John were getting out of the cab, having come to
surprise us . What a letdown when he shouted, "April Fool".
Father did not even enjoy his own joke when he saw how
disappointed we all were . In those days we felt sure that we
could never feel at home in this wonderful country . Father
always talked of all of us getting jobs and bringing home the
money we earned, so we could all go back to Denmark like
Poulsens were planning to do, and later did. But they were all
grown up and had paying jobs. We had only $2.00 per day
and what odd jobs any of us might get.
The work at the smelter was hard . The hours were long
and inhuman, eleven hours by day, thirteen by night, and
twenty-four hours ever other month when they changed shifts.
At the start Father made a rule that we have no outstanding
bills. To this end he bought groceries every payday for the
month ahead, except meat, milk and butter. Mother baked
our bread, both white and rye. It must have been hard for
Mom to make a list for the whole month but "What Father
says is always right", as the story goes. Being a dutiful wife,
she stuck to this plan for a long time. Eventually, a grocer on
Hamilton Street came once a week to take orders, which a
boy delivered the next day. When we followed the first plan,
our big once a month order came from Hayden Brothers. I
can just hear Father say that name.
One time we went to the smelter on one of Father's nights
off. It was very interesting except for seeing how hard the
poor " pot-pullers" worked, which was Father's job. They
pulled the two-wheeled ,pots of slag from the furnaces out to
the river bank to dump it. As we looked into one of the
furnaces, with tons of molten metal glowing and shimmering,
I made a remark that haunted me for years. I said, " Oh, but it
is beautiful , just as if you were looking into hell". It was
brought up on any suitable or unsuitable occasion .
About this time we were introduced to a medical student,
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Anna Olsen, who became a frequent visitor in our home. She
sensed how intensely I wished to learn English, so she loaned
me a book, " A Short History of Natural Science" and that
with father's English-Danish dictionary (which I still have)
became my English teacher. I wish now that there had been a
primer or first reader as well, but there was not so I made out
after a fashion . It was hard for me to remember a word till I
could spell it, which was good . In time I could read fairly
well to myself, but still had no idea of pronounciation . Some
ladies I worked for helped me, so I learned to talk after a
while, at least so it could be understood .
Spring came and what a spring, with no cuckoo or skylark.
Even the familiar blackbird did not whistle as those we were
used to. No snowdrops or daffodils in the garden . No
anemones, no cowslips anywhere. We became more homesick
than ever - that is Mother and Father and I did . The children
who went to school adjusted better. They learned to play
marbles and tops and mumblety-peg, skipping rope and
playing jacks. Children respond so easily to changes .
Spring also meant it was time to plant our precious
potatoes brought from Denmark and guarded so carefully
from freezing during the long winter. The reason for bringing
those spuds was that we had been told that we could get only
the big mealy ones in America . Those we called " r¢de
Amerikanere" (red Americans) . We grew them only for the
pigs and chickens, for which purpose they were boiled and
mashed and mixed with ground grain . We did eat some as
mashed potatoes, these being served as porridge with milk,
not eaten with meat and gravy. We just did not like mealy
potatoes. We also used to make potato flour from those ,
grating them , washing away the coarse pulp, then laying the
fine flour on long tables outdoors on a sunny day. This we
used as one uses cornstarch here.
Now . . . about those Danish potatoes which we planted
with such high hopes of showing America what potatoes
ought to be. We planted them as in Denmark, a whole potato
to a hill and they grew well. The neighbors told us there were
too many stems to a hill, which made no difference, for after
a time those thriving plants started looking weak, the next
day worse and on the third day nothing was left but stems
covered with the ugliest red worms we had ever seen . These
were the larvae of the potato beetle, of which we had never
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heard. By the next year, we had found Paris Green. Well . . .
we had hoped to revolutionize American potato culture, but
now we and America had to get along with the mealy
potatoes . And we like them.
May came along and soon it would be Grandma's
birthday, (Mormor' s) - the 17th. Other things began to
happen. Father went to get Mrs. Smith from across the way .
She was a Swedish midwife and could understand Danish .
Anna Olsen was also there, whether it just happened or by
design, I can't say. Lucky that she was there, for after the
baby was born blue and unconscious and Mrs. Smith had
done all the things she knew about, Anna took over and after
a while got a real cry from the unconscious baby. Then things
really began to happen . I was banished to a bedroom, so only
know what I heard . Mother was very happy and Father
laughed and cried, which was as it should be. Every child
deserves a hearty welcome, at least from its parents. Too
young to realize this I also cried but not for joy as I was
thinking of the extra washing. I told this to Margaret recently
and apologized for not rejoicing. It was nothing but my youth
and ignorance. I am not really inhuman . One of the neighbors
came to see our baby. Since Margaret was the twelfth child,
the neighbors insisted that Mother name her "Dusine", which
Mother tactfully refused to do. Instead she permitted me to
select a name, to be approved by Father and Mother. My
selection was Elizabeth Margrethe and they agreed . We got
along okay with one more. We now had the help of the
washing machine. Mother could not have managed when I
was working away from home, as I did from time to time. The
$2.00 a week earned was quite a help. Mother wanted a clock
very much, but the $2.00 a day that Father made would cover
only the essentials. Recklessly, I paid $1.00 down and 25
cents a week until $6.00 was paid and we had a clock. In
fact, in 1959, we still have the clock and it runs fine.
There was another source of income for a while - babysitting, though we didn't call it that. Some people had two
children, a boy and a girl, and they often went dancing. For
25 cents each time, I stayed until 1 or 2 o'clock. Then the
man walked me home, which was about three blocks,
supposedly to guard me. But on the last trip he tried to kiss
me, so I slugged him and ran as fast as I could. That was the
end of that easy money.
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In the meantime, Jim had a job in a bakery on Cuming
Street, where the man who fried the doughnuts spit in the
kettle of fat to see if it was hot enough. Even knowing this
did not keep us from eating and enjoying any leftover goodies
they gave him . Sweets were not too plentiful, so we ate them
without questioning their origin, Jim ate some too. What
about it, Jim? Jim may have been pulling our leg.
In Denmark we usually had (,Z)llebr!6d and bacon for breakfast, but Father said that in America nearly everyone had
pancakes. That was okay with all of us, so pancakes it was for
a long time. Mother made them very economically, but added
her own magic touch, so we thought they were wonderful.
Father teased her, saying that she made them of flour and
water and you could toss them over the house without breaking them.
Here is an incident that must be recorded. I was not at
home at the time, so don't know exactly when it happened.
On a cold winter day some folks from the Welfare Department called to see if any help was needed. Someone had
reported the large family, so they came offering help. Luck
was with Mother that day, for she proudly showed them a big
batch of bread, cooling on the table, also a large crock of
beans in the oven . "NO, INDEED, we need no help", she said
and I am afraid she did not add "Thank You". We never felt
that we were poor, at least I did not, while I was at home.
We always had plenty of food and the fact that so many of us
lived so long, shows that the hardships we went through did
no permanent harm to any of us.
Mother started one American custom soon after we came
here. She made a layer cake every Saturday. We each had a
piece on Sunday, just as we had a piece of white bread every
Sunday in Denmark. In May, Mother planted four o'clocks all
across the front of the yard, making a neat low hedge, very
bright and gay in the late afternoons. Father was a wonderful
reader and when in the mood, he read us interesting stories.
He kept short pieces of information on hand and read to any
and all when he had something just right for the occasion.
Whiie we lived at 3212, Van Dusens lived next door east
of us. Charley Van Dusen, later Omaha Chief of Police,
helped Harold take care of the cows. I remember them
drawing water from an open well, with heavy wooden
buckets, often heavier with ice in the winter. Jim did not
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help, as it seems to me, so he must have been at the bakery.
There he met a Finn, whose claim to fame was a remark of
his that Jim quoted at home, in reply to the question, "Why
did he not learn English?" "Hvorfor skal man det, man brukar
det saa lite" which translated means, "Why should one do
that, one uses it so little". Sometimes we thought that was
Father's idea too, he never tried very hard to learn English,
while Mother with more limited opportunities really did much
better.
A near tragedy now comes to mind, for it would have
been tragic had we lost a cow at this time . A sewer ditch was
dug from 33rd to 32nd Street on our side of Seward Street and
one day one of the boys came to Mother saying that a cow
was wedged in the ditch. "Is she dead?", Mother asked. "Oh
no, she sits down there looking real mild and pleasant".
Harold and Jim would know how she was helped out of that
situation, I don't know, but she suffered no special harm .
We were close to a real tragedy about this time. On
Franklin Street between 31st and 32nd Street lived a negro
policeman, Mr. Ewing, and his family. One daughter had been
married but had left her husband and had come home to live.
The husband came, while the family was out and put arsenic
in their coffee supply. He intended to kill his ex-wife and was
not too particular as to who else might be effected. The
daughter for whom it was intended did not drink any, but her
parents and brother did . The parents became very ill and the
boy, Albert, died . There was a gathering of relatives and
friends outside the house, who emitted the most unearthly
howls that we had ever heard, more like natives from the
darkest Africa. "Dear Albert, dear Albert," they kept
screaming alone and in unison. We could see all this as well
as hear it. All the kids were there, but poor Catherine could
not find her shoes for a while and when she did she stood
with her foot on the windowsill saying, "I always get left behind when there is any fun". This remark of hers, like many
others, was often quoted to embarrass her.
Here is another one on Catherine. She started to attend
sewing classes with some of her schoolmates in "Svenska
Baptist Kirken" on 26th and Seward Street. The girls were
taught simple stitches and songs, such as "Jesus Loves Me",
which Catherine promptly learned to sing and began singing it
at home this way, "I am so glad that teacher slaps me". She
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would not listen when we told her those words could not
possibly be right. She finally learned better and took it mildly
when teased about it, as was always the case in our family.
Such sayings and doings went on and on.
Cousin Marie came to Omaha sometime in 1892, from
Greenwood, Nebraska, where she had worked for a doctor's
family . She wanted to try housework in a big city and
incidentally to have a sort of house with "Morbror Hans". She
was lively and good looking, also a good cook, so she had no
trouble getting jobs. But it seems that she was pretty independent and maybe tempermental, for she quit one job after
another, not liking this or that. She never got fired as she was
such a good worker as well as cook. We enjoyed her stays at
our house between jobs and am sure she helped financially,
as she was very generous and received $6.00 or $7.00 a week
when she worked . I never received more than $4.00. She and
I had a spell of table levitation - something on the order of
a Ouija Board . We became quite obsessed with it, getting
ev( rybody to try it. But it smacked of witchcraft, trying to
foretell the future, so Mother forbade us to do it. It is a
wonder that she did not smash the table. We had only the
one. Now we got up late at night and in whispers conducted
our secret seances. I have no idea how it worked, but it did
jump once or twice to indicate Yes or No and it would count
correctly any number of things we asked about. We took it
too seriously and it was not a wholesome pastime. Many
years later, when my children were given a Ouija Board, I
made them take it back, as I remembered the time that we
had getting back to normal.
Cousin Marie wore expensive clothes and stylish hats and
she had bangs. That was a luxury I could afford to imitate, so
I asked Mother but she did not want me to. So, of course, I
proceeded to buy a curling iron . One fine day when home
alone, I shut myself in a closet with scissors, mirror and a
lamp to heat the iron and also to see what would happen .
The cutting went fine and the curling too, up to a point,
where I lost my grip on the handles and before I could get it
loose it had burned a diagonal blister across my forehead . It
was very painful as well as ugly, but probably what I deserved
for being so sneaky . Mother did not say much as she thought
the burn was punishment enough . Well it healed and the
curly bangs were my pride and joy. It never entered my head
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at all that I had any good looks until I had a picture taken .
That helped my morale.
In the fall, J. Olsen, who later bought Poulsen's house,
brought us a whole bushel of grapes to make jam . He also
brought butter, eggs and chickens at 25 cents apiece . The
boys went out to the w'oods somewhere and brought home
lots of wild plums so we had plum butter and jelly. It seems
by now that we are in the winter of 1892. Potatoes were in
the cellar . The jam and jelly are also stored there. I can't
recall where Father was wqrking then - probably still at the
smelter. Jim must have had a job somewhere, but Father
decided we could not afford a Christmas tree. "Look what
happened Jast year!" Mother said nothing but she, Harold and
I somehow got a little money together and she bought
candles and paper for trimming and still had 50 cents left.
Harold and I walked to 30th and Cuming and bought a 9 foot
tree for our 50 cents . We dragged it home, sneaking it in
through the front door, then locking it in the hall. The small
fry must not know for we planned to surprise Father. Somehow on December 24th we set it up in the front room and
Mother trimmed it. It would never do that we should see it
early. After supper (risengr!ISd and aebleskiver), Mother
opened the double doors and Father was as pleased as we
were . It did not burn as we were very careful.
Sometime in 1892 I joined a group of young people who
met in the basement of the Danish Church on 22nd Street, to
sing harmony or Glee Club - don' t know what to call it. We
were directed by Marinus Hogsberg and were divided into
bass, tenor, alto and soprano groups. We never did sing in
public but we enjoyed the practice while it lasted and it gave
us lots of pleasure. Mr. Hogsberg's wife became ill and later
died . He took his children to Denmark; so we had no leader
and that was the end of the group. When Mrs. Hogsberg first
became sick, I went to their home to help out, that is, I
cooked , baked , washed, ironed, cleaned up, and took full
care of the six month old baby and two preschool children . I
must tell what that baby had to eat as his formula; not a
thing but oatmeal gruel , strained and sweetened. He was real
healthy and good too. He had to be, for I also tended the sick
woman . This went on for some time, but when I started
taking turns with Mr. Hogsberg sitting up half the night, I
collapsed and went home and an older woman took over. She
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stayed until Mr. Hogsberg was ready to go to Denmark and
then Cousin Marie took care of those children on the way
across the Atlantic. She had planned to go anyway, so that
worked out very well.
When Marie came back she brought Cousin Anna Larsen
with her. Anna also made her home with us, but she stayed
out when she had a job and was there as often as Marie.
Paulsen's must have left for Denmark about this time, for we
were living in their house (now J. Olsen' s) when Marie and
Anna came and before Marie went to work . Father conceived
the idea that she and he could paper the dining room . He
didn't want to ask Olsen to do it, so decided there was
nothing to it and they would do it. He went to his faithful
Hayden Brothers and bought the paper. Mother made the
paste and it was really surprising how well they succeeded,
con sidering it was the first time for both. When finished the
room was hot as it was a hot windy day. So to get it dry in a
hurry Father opened the doors and windows wide . The result
was lrke explosions all over the room . In a very .short while
there was hardly any paper left on the walls . It was blowing
in shreds all over the house and yard . Maybe Maler (painter)
Jepsen was called in next. That is forgotten . This house was
small, only one bedroom on the main floor. Father and
Mother had that, with a couple of youngsters in trundle beds.
A folding lounge was in the front room for us girls. The boys
had bunks in a walk-in basement. This folding lounge was a
trial for Catherine, for when Marie was there she had to sleep
on the board , where there was no spring. But mostly we got
along quite happily. The rest one forgets, if it is not too bad,
like this next incident which I w ill NEVER forget.
It was a nice washday, nice overhead, but muddy yellow
clay . underfoot. I had a big wash on the long lines reaching
from the porch to the barn . We had props under the line, or
the clothes might touch the mud . Only one short line
remained to be filled, when Father came to look for rope to
hand a can of milk into the cistern (our only cooler) . Seeing
the empty line he quickly got out his knife and cut the line to
get the rope, thus letting all the clean clothes fall into the
mud! !! Seeing what he had done made me more angry than I
have ever been before or since. I thought he did it on
purpose, so I turned loose on the poor bewildered man such a
flood of bad words as I never knew were in existence. He just

-42-

stood there, not saying a word, which made me madder still.
What made it so memorable was the fact that we were all
afraid of him and usually took what he handed out. He was
really not as much to blame as I thought, for he had never
put up a clothes line, so did not know the whole line was
connected . As brave as I felt just then , I hope that I made
him pull the machine, for the whole thing had to be washed
and rinsed again, but this I can't remember. Where was
Mother? I wonder, but she was not around till the storm was
over.
We had become accustomed to life in this country, so
living was more routine . We were Americanized to the extent
we learned to sing many of the popular songs of the day.
Though many of the words were meaningless, we warbled the
best we could such songs as, " Tarara Boom de Ay", " On the
Bowery" , " Down Went McCinty" , "Two Little Girls in Blue" ,
" After the Ball" and " Somebody Loves Me". There may have
been others but these are real old-timers now. Father had quit
the smelter and worked as a hod-carrier on a brewery on
North 16th Street. One day as he was wheeling a barrow of
mortar on a plank several stories up, the barrow swerved and
fell to the earth . As it drew him along he caught the edge of
the plank with his fingers and hung there several minutes
qntil the other men pulled him to safety. As he sat to get
himself calmed down a bit, the boss began to yell to get there
with some more "mud" in a hurry . It was a terrible experience. When that building was finished , he went to work on
the Krug Brewery (now Falstaff), which was almost in South
Omaha. There I had to go one day when he was sick to
collect his pay. I had to stand in line with a lot of rough
looking men, (who were probably very kind) , Hungarians,
Poles, Germans and what have you . I got the money and
nobody bothered me, but I was frightened , mostly afraid that
they might speak to me.
Jim was now working at the Boston Store (Brandeis now),
or maybe this was in 1894, I am not sure. Anyway, his job
was to stand at the door to open it if anyone wanted in or
out. The day the store burned was a bitter cold day, his outer
garments were burned so he came home in the cold with no
wraps, but a handkerchief over his eais. He wrote the
following poem:
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(To the tune of " The Bowery" )
I went into the Boston Store,
The Bricks were falling all over the floor
My rubbers, my cap, and my overcoat
They all went up in flames and smoke.
In the Boston Store,
In the Boston Store,
I'll never go there any more!
Employees received no compensation for the loss of their
things in those days . They are better protected now. Such
crazy stuff to remember. Many important things are probably
forgotten .
One thing left out so far is Jim's stay at the Olsen farm in
1893. It must have been late summer before school started ,
for he went to the neighbors to help thresh oats. It was a
lonely home for a homesick boy, used to our lively household . Mrs. Olsen was a kindhearted woman , but very deaf and
the Danish dialect she talked was hard for him to understand .
Mr. Olsen was a quiet grumpy man, who mostly talked only
to himself. It must have been tough . I have no idea how long
he stayed there . In February, just before my birthday, this
same Mr. Olsen came to get me to come and help them, as
his wife was very ill. So . . . off I went with him to the same
lonely farm where Jim had been so miserable the year before,
not quite so lonely for now there was a hired man and many
people came to visit Mrs. Olsen during her long sick spell.
Among those visitors were her sister, Mrs . Paul Thomsen, and
who do you think was the driver of the sleigh? None other
than her eldest son who came in swathed in the longest knit
wool muffler I have ever seen . Only his brown eyes showed,
but that was enough' for me! I was real gone! I have not yet
found out, after 65 years , if he knew he was a doomed
bachelor from then on . In the three. weeks before he left for
the farm in Hastings, where he was to work on a farm that his
Father had bought, we did not meet many times and never
alone, so when he asked for my address I felt sure that I
would hear from him very soon .
One incident just came to my mind and it seems
pertinent. I stated that we were never alone during those
three weeks. Well , a day or two before his departure, he and
his Mother came to get two dozen chickens that Mrs. Olsen
had promised , him, so he could have his own eggs and
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homegrown chicken soup. No canned soup in those days. It
looks fishy to me now, but I did not notice then that Mrs.
Olsen should have gone with him to catch those hens, but I
am sure that those two sisters knew that we had not had a
chance to come to an understanding. However, squawking
hens, flying dust and feathers did not furnish quite the proper
setting for romance and nothing happened except to the
hens, they landed in a crate bound for Hastings with my
bachelor farmer, who had promised to write. Alas , for me!
Many months passed and no word came .
I had Marna out there with me some of the time after
Mrs. Olsen was able to be up and around. We went to
" Literary" at the De Bolt school with the hired man , J.P.
Johnsen . This entertainment was very popular in the country
schoolhouses then ; there were recitations, songs, and as a
climax, a debate by the best debaters in the district on
subjects such as " Woman Suffrage" which was then quite a
debatable subject. They also had dialogues, it was all very
friendly and lots of fun . When I came home, Mr. Johnsen still
called on me but I took Marna along, or somebody, so as not
to be alone with him and he soon stopped coming .
After a while Marie and I had a job together, she as cook
and I as second girl. Marie received $7.00 a week and I,
$4.00. That was the most I ever received . Marie did not like it
there and quit after only a week . She wanted me to leave too,
but the folks needed my financial help, so I decided not to
give up my first well paid job. Soon an Irish girl, Annie, took
the place as cook and we worked together quite well.
The summer wore on . I looked for letters that did not
come and finally decided that I would probably never see
Sorensen again . Annie and her brother, Mike, took me to a
medicine show one evening. There was a stage on a hayrack
and benches out in front for the audience. It was a regular
minstrel show with straight men and all. They told lots of
good jokes, then somebody sang and I don't know what all.
Finally, a pitch man got on the stage advertising "Kickapoo
Indian Sagwa" , the most wonderful remedy for all ills that
flesh is heir to. I do believe it was good even for chickens
and pigs, or so they claimed . If I could only remember his
pitch and his singsong melody! Then he went through the
audience making more personal appeals. We three got by
without buying, as we had nothing the matter with us, that he
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could promise to cure. It was fun and he sold lots of the stuff
- it was probably at least 95% alcohol.
Mrs . Marsh helped me with my English and I had the use
of their extensive library. I read Tolstoi and Ibsen in English,
having already read many of them in Denmark. She was so
surprised that I could enjoy such heavy reading. It was a bad
year with heat and drought, and very little grazing for the
cows . Feed had to be bought all summer. It must have been
tough at home, but sometime in August, something happened
that made me forget hard times for the time being. A letter
came from the " Hastings man" , as Father called him and he
explained why he had not written sooner. When he moved,
he had the book with my address in a pocket and not till all
his baled hay was fed up, did he find the book under the
LAST bale. He wrote regularly after that and we soon became
engaged to be married . By mail is not an ideal way to become engaged , but we were happily planning our future together so our letters were very happy interludes in our everyday living. Due to heat and drought, his crops on 140 acres
almost failed, he raised only 27 bushes of corn from all his
acres, and a little oats and hay . In spite of this, he wanted me
to marry him at Christmas time, when he was coming home
for a visit. I was perfectly willing but was doubtful of what
the folks would say, so did not even mention our plan - just
let it wait until the last minute.
In September I came home, as Mother needed my help. It
was extremely hot and Clara's arrival was imminent. She
arrived on October 5th , a f ine healthy girl , who was washed
and dressed by me after the first day. I was allowed to name
her too, Clara Elina - so had practice for my coming career.
Somehow we got through financially but when brother John
turned up with a bad knee, that would not yield to Anna
Olsen's treatment, things looked black indeed. Anna asked
two professors from the medical college to come and look at
it. They decided he must go to the hospital, so Marie and I
took him in a baby buggy (he was eight years old), to the
street car and then took the buggy along and transferred and
finally arrived at the Immanuel Hospital. After long consultations, the doctor's verdict was a tubercular abscess and the
leg would probably have to be amputated. When we heard
that I cried so violently that, to quiet me, they said maybe it
could be saved . It was indeed saved and has served him well
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these many years . Before Christmas, he was home from the
hospital and we were all so ~ appy, for the leg was soon as
good as ever.
On December 24th, I went to meet Sorensen at the depot
and we wandered about town for a while, stopping at the
jewelers to buy each an engagement ring, as I thought that
was the Danish custom . Plain gold bands they were, really
wedding rings. Then he took me home. He went on to Benson
to be met by his brother. He came back for Christmas dinner
and was introduced to my folks. Then I went home with him
to his family, where we spent the week visiting his relatives
and getting up our courage to ask Dad and Mom to let us get
married . Finally on December 31st we came back to 4010
Parker and somehow got their consent. I'll never know how.
Now there was the license to get. I was not yet 18, so had to
have parental consent, which took time, so it was January 1st
before Sorensen finally went with J. Olsen to get the license.
The office was closed, so he went back home and had his
parents bring him the next day. They got the license, also the
minister, while Mother and I prepared dinner. Such a
commotion . Not at all romantic .
After the ceremony and dinner, we got my trunk sent off
and at 4:00 o'clock we started to say "Goodbye" and then we
left for faraway Hastings. It was an unusual wedding, but we
did not care. We did not consider Father and Mother's
feelings, which were very mixed, I am sure.
From then on it is another story - I wish some of you
then at home, would carry on . . . .
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